
Space in the City – A Spiritual Toolkit   
Spiritual Direction – walking alongside 

 
Spiritual Direction: what is it and what is it for? 
 
Spiritual direction is a particular relationship where one person accompanies 
and guides another on their spiritual path under God.  It is utterly confidential 
to those two people, and anything may be discussed within the relationship.  
 
Traditionally, spiritual direction offered formation and guidance at the 
beginning of the disciple’s spiritual journey. Today, people may seek it at any 
stage: some do when their faith is beginning to grow, or when the faith that 
had previously held them securely becomes subject to questions of doubt or 
challenge (in itself a sign of growth). Sometimes an association of spiritual 
direction with the sacrament of reconciliation (confession and absolution) 
may prove helpful.  Often a catalyst may be a crisis, positive or negative: 
marriage or bereavement, divorce, childbirth, career change or unexpected 
redundancy.  
 
In crisis situations people may seek the help of counselling. This discipline 
shares some common ground with spiritual direction, but the aims and 
duration are different. Most forms of counselling tend to be problem-centred, 
whereas spiritual direction looks first to God, seeking to discern God’s 
working not only in the problems, but also in the ordinary routines and 
experiences of daily life, the director-directee relationship developing over a 
sustained period of time.          
       
 
Spiritual Direction: how it developed 
 
The spiritual direction relationship has evolved over many centuries in both 
Christianity and other faith traditions.  The director is found under a variety of 
names: e.g. anamcara (soul-friend – Celtic); starets (Russian Orthodox); 
shaman (N American Indian); roshi (Buddhist). Traditionally an unequal 
relationship, the disciple owed total obedience to the director and was 
completely dependent on their greater knowledge and experience. While often  
presupposing the director’s greater level of experience, the relationship today 
is far more one of companions together on a journey.  
 
The roots of spiritual direction within Christianity lie in the relationship 
between the rabbi-teacher Jesus and his disciples.  The gospels give examples 
of both individual and group ‘spiritual direction’ (John 3:1-21; Luke 22: 24-27; 
Matthew  chapters 6 and 7; the parables).  Such direction was continued in the 
early Christian centuries by the Desert Fathers and Mothers, and later in a 
more institutional form through the role of the abbot or abbess of Benedictine 
and subsequent monastic communities.  Ignatian spiritual direction derives 
from the director who leads someone through Ignatius’s Spiritual Exercises.   
In recent years spiritual direction has developed more widely as an aid to 
growth in prayer and life, helping the disciple to discern how God may be at 
work in the multifaceted pattern of their experience. 



Spiritual Direction: finding a director 
 
All may; none must; some should.  Some may be required to find a director by 
a training course for Church ministry, or as part of a ‘Rule of Life’ in their 
discipleship.  For most however, the impulse will come first from within – 
through a growing awareness of the movement of God within their hearts. 
 
Either way, the initial questions are likely to be the same: are you looking for a 
director who is ordained or lay? Male or female? A monk or nun? Does their 
denomination or tradition matter to you?  Need the director be close to your 
home, or are you able to travel? Is there a fee? Your diocese may have a 
Spirituality Adviser who can suggest possibilities; or you could seek the advice 
of your parish priest or minister. 
 
The first meeting should be an exploratory one on both sides. Are you 
comfortable with each other? You may well experience some challenge in your 
work together, so it is important to feel secure within the relationship.  Most 
directors will suggest an initial year’s ‘contract’ of four or so meetings, after 
which the work can be reviewed and a decision made to terminate or continue. 
This is accepted practice: our spiritual needs shift and change over the years, 
and it is rare to stay with the same director for the whole journey. 
 
 
Spiritual Direction: receiving and giving 
 
What can you expect from this relationship? Your director will be quick to 
stress that the Holy Spirit is the real director; you should not therefore expect 
an instant blueprint, or a quick-fix answer to your problems and questions. 
Spiritual growth tends to be slow and deep, and the task of the director is to 
accompany you as you grow in prayer and seek to discern the mysterious 
presence of God in the intricate workings of your life. All of your life is 
relevant (not just ‘church’), because there is no part of your life from which 
God is absent. 
 
There may come a time when you sense an inner prompt to offer yourself for 
this work. But direction is not a work for which we advertise ourselves, nor 
should we offer simply because we think it is ‘a good idea’. The clearest 
indication that we are called by God to this work will be if people 
spontaneously talk to us about their own journeys.  Some organisations offer 
training in Christian Listening, and a number of dioceses now run courses in 
spirituality and spiritual direction.  
 
If you would like to explore further, do talk to your parish priest or minister, 
or look at some ideas from 

 http://www.winchester.anglican.org/diocesan-life/diocesan-spiritual-
direction-network/ 

 http://www.retreats.org.uk/spiritualdirection.html 

 http://portsmouth.anglican.org/what_we_do/healing_spirituality/engage/ 
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